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In the post-pandemic world, much has been written about the widening of the educational attainment gap. But nothing describes the current state of affairs quite as powerfully as this book.


In shining a light on persistent education inequalities, Lee Elliot Major and Emily Briant not only draw our attention to these stark divides, but crucially, they also show us a way forward. They present practical steps that teachers can take to make their own classrooms more equitable. And they offer school leaders a lens through which to make strategic decisions that could alter the life chances of children in their schools.


But they don’t stop there. They also recognise that there is only so much any one teacher, or any one school, can do, because some barriers to learning require system-level change. For this, they present us with insights from around the world, and suggest policies we could adopt to make our education system more equitable.


Heather Parker, curriculum design manager, Teach First


I thoroughly enjoyed this read and found it truly inspiring. It is a wide-ranging and thought-provoking overview that examines disadvantage from multiple perspectives and gives practical advice and ideas to politicians, teachers and school leaders. It gave me real hope at the start of a new academic year that as a leader of a trust, we can find a way to make our education system more equitable and to transform life chances for all pupils.


Moira Marder, CEO of the Ted Wragg Trust


A highly informative call for change right across the system – this book is a must read for those in education who seek to make a difference. The link between home and school, community and society, is one that is essential for us to understand if we are to make the changes we seek and secure a more equitable route through learning for all children. Equity in Education leaves us with a clarion call for action.


Susie Weaver, education director and an executive principal at the Cabot Learning Federation


This book has something for everyone, whether you are a teacher, school leader or policymaker. Equity in Education makes a powerful case for the impact that teachers can have with the right mindset.


Section 2 gives practical advice about how we can improve equity in the classroom, while Section 3 has plenty of food for thought for busy school leaders to take on board and discuss, both within their schools and with other school leaders.


The key message is that as teachers we can all get better, however experienced we are.


Richard Driscoll, academic deputy principal and teacher of sociology at Shenzhen College of International Education


As Lee Elliot Major and Emily Briant show in this comprehensive and groundbreaking book, the idea of equality of opportunity in education has at best been naïve – after all, treating different students the same is no more equitable than treating similar students differently. In place of this simplistic optimism, they offer a detailed guide as to how we can ensure that all young people gain the capabilities they need to participate effectively in society, while at the same time respecting their differences.


In arriving at their practical recommendations, they review what we know about the causes of differences in educational outcomes, why so many well-meaning efforts have failed to have much impact, and they question many of the assumptions that underlie our current – highly inequitable – education system.


The result is an academically rigorous, while at the same time eminently practical, guide to what we can do to the likelihood that every pupil has access to the educational experiences they need to succeed at school and flourish in life.


Dylan Wiliam, emeritus professor of educational assessment, UCL
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Introduction





The American educational psychologist David Berliner has compared education policies in the United States to the actions of a drunk found on his hands and knees under a streetlamp searching for his lost keys (Berliner, 2006). When asked by a passer-by where he lost the keys, the drunk replies, ‘Over there,’ and points back along the dark street. When questioned why he isn’t looking for the keys where they were dropped, he answers, ‘The light is better here!’




[image: A black-and-white sketch of a man lying on the road, upon whom a bright street light is falling.]




When it comes to the teaching and learning of our children, British (and American) politicians are stuck peering down at the same patch of ground under their respective lamp posts. Berliner’s point is that our sole preoccupation on improving classrooms and schools will never be enough in itself to improve the outcomes of all our pupils. If we ignore the profound barriers to learning faced by pupils in their homes on those neglected, darkened neighbourhood streets that do so much to shape their lives, then efforts to improve school results are doomed to fail.


As we will argue in Section 1, current government approaches to education aren’t working. Pick any education measure, and you will find a clear, consistent pattern: children from low-income or working-class homes persistently falling behind their more privileged peers. Many education gaps were widening before the pandemic struck in 2020; Covid has merely exposed and exacerbated inequalities that were already there.


This frustrating lack of progress has led to polarised debates about what to do. In the United States, the warring factions expressed themselves in the simplest of terms during the ferocious battles over school reforms in New York City in the first decade of the 21st century. ‘You will never fix poverty in America until you fix education in America,’ Joel Klein liked to say during his tenure as chancellor of the New York City schools (Klein, 2011). His detractors argued the complete opposite: ‘You’ll never fix education in America until you fix poverty in America.’


Both schools and society matter. Academics pronouncing from their ivory towers that education will never address society’s inequalities have felt like demoralising counsels of despair for classroom teachers trying to make a difference to children’s lives. But we have now lurched to the other extreme, with government policies enshrined by the principle that poverty should be no excuse for poor progress in the classroom.


In doing so, we find ourselves in a world where deprivation hardly warrants a mention in the training guidance for new teachers for fear it will lead to lower expectations of pupils. At the same time, teachers have been handed the impossible task of overcoming forces outside schools over which they have little control. We have blindfolded them and sent them searching for those keys in a place where they will never be found.


The consequences of the current ‘schools can do it all’ approach are painfully apparent in the anxious faces of teacher trainees preparing for their careers at the front of the classroom. What makes it worse is that social class has become a taboo subject in many educational environments. ‘The hardest thing you can do as a teacher is to teach someone not like you,’ says Dylan Wiliam, one of the world’s most influential educationalists. Most teachers come from middle-class backgrounds, yet they receive little or no preparation in how they might understand and engage with pupils and parents who come from different backgrounds.




Four principles


We believe it’s time for a rethink. We set out in detail in chapter 1 that there is a third path, one that charts a course between the two extremes that either schools are powerless in the face of societal inequalities or that poverty is no excuse for poor progress in school. An equity-based approach to education is about recognising the challenge of reducing barriers to learning both inside and outside the classroom. On the one hand, this involves explicitly thinking about how teaching can be made genuinely inclusive in the classroom. On the other, it is being relentless in identifying – and where possible, helping to overcome – impediments to learning outside school.


Equity-based education is based on four core principles. The first principle is that children who face extra barriers to learning outside school deserve more of our attention in the classroom. Equity is about providing additional support to pupils who need it most to prosper at school, while at the same time genuinely believing that all pupils can flourish in the classroom. This is quite different to equality, which is about ensuring all students receive the same resources. Schools are often the only trusted institutions left in their communities, so they are ideally placed to provide targeted support for children to ensure they are ready to learn when they arrive at school.


The second is to adopt a capacity – rather than deficit – mindset. This focuses on what pupils can do rather than what they can’t do. It is about assessing whether our own cultural norms are alienating those who come from homes with different cultures and ways of doing things, and recognising that talent comes in many forms, not just academic. Importantly, this is about working with children and their parents, not imposing our ways of doing things on them. Of course, we must provide all children with the core ‘powerful knowledge’ needed to get on in life. But we need to do this in an inclusive way. We’ve been stuck in a deficit mindset for decades, trying to get children from working-class homes to fit into our middle-class system, rather than adapting the system itself to be less alienating.


The third principle is nurturing authentic individual relationships with all pupils, acknowledging that every learner is a unique combination of background factors and personality traits. This mix encompasses economic, cultural, educational, biological and parental background characteristics that intersect with ethnicity, gender, place and timing of birth, and whether English is your first language. Statistics about average differences between groups of pupils should never be used to stereotype or label individual children in the classroom.


The fourth and final principle is to value the plethora of human talents in the school classroom, encompassing artistic, creative, vocational, sporting, emotional and academic attributes. The current education system celebrates narrow academic accomplishments above all else, rendering the others less important, when we know they are just as crucial in helping young people lead fulfilling lives.


These principles are universally applicable to primary and secondary school teachers (and indeed, we believe they apply to other walks of life), but the practical next steps will likely be very different for a practitioner leading a class of 30 5-year-olds compared to a headteacher working with hundreds of colleagues serving a large school of 1000 teenagers.


Our hope is that what we have to say will be useful to multiple readers. Section 1 sets out our overall arguments and considers the work of schools in their societal and political contexts. Section 2 is dedicated to practitioners in the classroom. We offer advice for the excited but anxious trainee teacher and tips for the battle-hardened teacher who has seen all the education fads come and go. Section 3 is intended for the teacher leader, whether a head of department, headteacher or trust CEO. Here we provide pragmatic ways of translating the principles we set out to improve learning for under-resourced pupils. Section 4 meanwhile goes global. Here we review the lessons for national policy for England (and the UK) from equitable strategies abroad. Our aim is to equip teachers as professionals to engage in the policy debates that they read so much about in the news, but currently have little say over.


Our primary goal in this book is to help improve the progress of children who come from low-income homes or working-class backgrounds. As we shall see, it’s devilishly difficult to pin down a clear and consistent definition of disadvantage. But what we do know is that the education system is plagued by stark divides in the progress and attainment of pupils from different socio-economic backgrounds. We are not arguing that our focus on social class here should preclude the consideration of pupils’ other characteristics, including ethnicity or gender, for example. One of our central points is that each pupil is a unique mix of intersecting background factors. Many of the approaches we advocate could be just as useful for children unfairly labelled or stereotyped in different ways. The principle of equity applies to all under-resourced children.


Together, these chapters provide a synthesis of thousands of studies and expert practitioner advice. We are hugely thankful to the countless researchers, teachers, school leaders, governors, school staff, pupils and parents who over several years have provided us with so many powerful insights that have illuminated our understanding of this complex issue. We include comments from experts and teachers who gave us feedback on specific questions. These included Katharine Birbalsingh, Alison Fletcher, Steve Higgins, Alasdair Macdonald, Fiona Millar, Anna Vignoles, Ed Vainker and Dylan Wiliam, all of whom we are grateful to for providing their views. This book is a collaborative effort. But ultimately, these are our readings of the research and our interpretations of the advice. We hope that you will consider what we have to say and make your own informed opinion about what may work for you.


What we say should be relevant to teachers around the world, but we primarily focus on England’s education system to make our points. A point we make many times is that language is important: we have tried to be as non-judgemental as possible in the words we have used, while at the same time having to summarise complex issues succinctly. We have not used the loaded term ‘disadvantaged pupils’: this immediately focuses on pupils as individuals rather than the circumstances they face. Young people do not want to be defined as being disadvantaged.


Great strides have been made in the science of learning and teaching in recent years. But a bunch of human minds interacting in endless ways in the classroom are refreshingly hard to predict. In education, we must tread carefully when making universal claims (Higgins, 2018). As Dylan Wiliam has said, ‘Everything works somewhere and nothing works everywhere’ (Wiliam, 2006). Research can only provide general steers on our journeys to make things better.


For a teacher it can be hard to navigate a landscape filled with false hopes and dead ends, populated by the latest big ideas that will purportedly solve everything, amid fractious debates and wildly unrealistic expectations. But in many ways, it’s all very simple. We will always return to the core challenges of classroom teaching. This is about forging authentic individual relationships with pupils, believing in all our children, and recognising the cultural and material barriers they face outside schools. Good schools are those that focus on ensuring consistently good classroom teaching while nurturing strong partnerships with parents and local communities.


Given the flaws of the current school system, it’s a miracle that teachers do so much to offset the deepening inequalities outside the school gates. In the final chapter, we present national policy ideas from around the world that would do more to help teachers create a more level playing field. Our focus in this book is to help teachers in their work. But the evidence carries with it a clear overall message: if we want to create a society of equitable opportunities where all talents flourish, we need to address inequalities in wider society as well as in the classroom. ‘We need to face the fact that our whole society needs to be held as accountable for providing healthy children ready to learn, as our schools are for delivering quality instruction,’ argues David Berliner (2006). ‘I believe we need to worry whether the more important keys to school reform are up the block, in the shadows, where the light is not as bright.’

























SECTION 1


Setting the scene







In this section we advocate an equity-based approach to education. This recognises that we must, where possible, help remove the extra barriers to learning experienced by children outside schools, while at the same time removing our own biases and barriers within the classroom. This approach prioritises help to under-resourced pupils. It is about being intentionally inclusive, not relying on generic school-improvement efforts that are likely to only exacerbate education divides.


It is about addressing social class biases in the classroom, celebrating working-class achievements, developing authentic individual relationships with pupils and parents, and valuing talents in many forms – artistic, creative, vocational, sporting and emotional as well as academic.


In advocating political narratives that anyone can make it in life, politicians have commandeered schools as the main vehicles responsible for delivering equality of opportunity for children, amid widening wealth, material, educational, cultural and health inequalities outside the school gates. However, education systems, as currently conceived and funded, are unable to act by themselves as great social levellers because so much of what shapes children’s lives happens outside the classroom.


Middle-class families are investing ever more material and cultural resources to ensure their children stay ahead in an increasingly tough competition for top school grades and university and apprenticeship places.


In British society, who you are born to and where you are born has a significant impact on your future life prospects. Teachers are being given an impossible task.


With the right policies and funding, schools could instead serve as engines of equity, providing additional help for children who have faced multiple learning barriers, enabling them to fulfil their aspirations whatever path they choose to follow in later life.

























1. Embracing an equity approach







The curse of education’s stark divide


The curse of education’s stark divide can catch out even the canniest of politicians. Shortly after Scotland’s First Minister Nicola Sturgeon came into power, she vowed in August 2015 to eradicate the persistent education gap between Scotland’s children living in the lowest-income households and their more privileged peers within a decade. This would be her ‘personal defining mission’ (Macnab, 2015). On this aim, the Scottish National Party leader would put her ‘neck on the line’.


That promise would haunt Sturgeon throughout her eight-year reign as Scottish leader. Every year national school results would reveal the same unerring pattern; the gap between the education haves and have-nots remained as stark as ever (Audit Scotland, 2021). Sturgeon’s political foes had all the ammunition they needed to highlight her failure to deliver on this, her most ambitious pledge. In late 2022, during the last troubled months of Sturgeon’s tenure, the Scottish government announced that the gulf between the results of pupils in the least deprived areas of Scotland and those in the most deprived areas was wider than before the Covid pandemic had struck (Learmonth, 2022). On some measures, Scotland’s education divide was the widest since records had begun. Pressed in the Scottish Parliament, the SNP’s education secretary was forced into an embarrassing U-turn, conceding that it would be ‘exceptionally difficult, if not impossible’ to ever close the gap (Walker, 2023).


Sturgeon’s failure had been painfully exposed for all to see. But in truth, the curse of the persistent education gap gets all politicians in the end. It’s just that they have left or been removed from power before the statistics catch up with them.


South of the border, the government’s record on education has been no better. In 2022, England’s schools were overseen by five different education secretaries – an unprecedented churn of political heavyweights. Each dutifully pledged to ‘level up opportunities’ – a phrase chosen to demonstrate the government’s aspirations to improve prospects across the country. Yet when the examination results for 16-year-olds were unveiled in the summer, an all too familiar story emerged: a third of teenagers had failed to gain a grade 4 in maths or a grade 4 in English language – GCSE grades widely accepted to be the threshold for basic skills needed to function and flourish in life after school (Elliot Major and Parsons, 2022). In practical terms this meant that after 11 years of schooling many would be unable to digest a train timetable, compare the cost of products and services, or understand a medical prescription.


Stark education divides, alongside other unwanted constants of death and taxes, have become a permanent fixture of our society. As Figure 1.1 shows, England’s GCSE disadvantage gap has barely budged during the last decade. Indeed, another study estimated that the link between children’s socio-economic background and their results at the end of primary school hasn’t changed much in 96 years (von Stumm, Cave and Wakeling, 2022). An even bleaker picture emerges if graduation rates from the UK’s most prestigious universities over a 40-year period are analysed. Here the social class gap has widened, with those from the highest echelons of society pulling further away from the rest (Breen, 2022).
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Figure 1.1 Mind the gap: GCSE English and maths results over the last decade (data retrieved from Department for Education, 2023a). This graph tracks the percentage of pupils in England achieving basic grades (a grade 4 and above or previously a C grade and above) in GCSE English and maths qualifications at age 16 from 2010 to 2021, comparing two sets of children: those qualifying for free school meals (the dotted line) and those who do not (the solid line). GCSE attainment in state schools has been increasing gradually over time, jumping up significantly during the Covid pandemic when different assessments had to be made. But the gap between FSM and non-FSM 16-year-olds is remarkably constant: it was 27.5 percentage points in 2021 compared with 27.4 percentage points in 2010.


Despite countless ministerial pledges and endless policy initiatives, the inescapable conclusion is that for many decades we have failed millions and millions of children. A good education of course provides much more than extra earnings in later life, but on this narrow measure, the personal benefits appear to be large: by the age of 40, the average UK employee with a degree earns twice as much as someone qualified to GCSE level or below (Farquharson, McNally and Tahir, 2022). The cost of this ‘failure’ is not just incurred in terms of the poorer life prospects of individuals, but collectively as a nation. The economic damage to the country from poor education outcomes equates to losing a sizeable chunk of the country’s gross domestic product, similar in scale to what we suffer during a major recession (Elliot Major and Machin, 2018).


Sturgeon’s mistake, one repeated by politicians across the world, was to ignore an inconvenient truth: much of what shapes children’s educational outcomes happens outside the school gates over which teachers have little control. The elbows of middle-class parents are becoming sharper with every year as they devote ever more time and resources to ensure their children stay ahead in the academic race (Elliot Major and Machin, 2018). Other parents, on the other hand, are increasingly struggling to make ends meet and are unable or unwilling to cultivate their children in the same way. It’s impossible for any education system to close test-score gaps when home divides are so stark.


The frontline challenges faced by teachers in early 21st century Britain often feel remarkably like those experienced in Victorian times when Charles Dickens and other social reformers tried to provide a better education for destitute children.1 Primary school teachers have got used to 5-year-olds turning up at school lacking the basic motor skills to hold a pencil or speak a full sentence of proper words. Often children are growing up in households of multigenerational disadvantage where parents and grandparents suffered from bad experiences at school.


These home-learning divides were cruelly exposed when schools closed during the Covid pandemic: low-income pupils were less likely to access a quiet study space or an internet connection and a computer at home (Elliot Major, Eyles and Machin, 2021). When the equalising force of the classroom was removed, low-income children fell significantly behind their more privileged peers (Betthäuser, Bach-Mortensen and Engzell, 2023).


In the post-pandemic era many children are arriving at the school gates hungry or without a coat to keep them warm in the winter – that is if they can pay for the bus fare to make it to school in the first place (The Sutton Trust, 2022).2 Many now miss out on the basic healthcare check-ups that in previous generations were universal entitlements, such as tests for eyesight, hearing or dental health. Older pupils are eschewing sixth form or college to take minimum wage or zero-hour contract jobs to help their families financially in the economic squeeze. The proportion of children qualifying for free school meals in England went up from 13.6% in 2018 to 23.8% in 2023. A charity, Children North East, now offers a ‘poverty proofing’ service for schools to help remove barriers for pupils living in poverty – an initiative Dickens would surely have championed 150 years previously.3 As we will see, barriers to learning are multifaceted, cultural and material, operating inside and outside the classroom.


If there’s one thing we’ve learned from several decades of education research, it’s that families matter for school outcomes (Hanushek, 2016). Even in countries like Denmark, known for progressive taxation, extensive social welfare and high teacher pay, education gaps are still large. Danish children from highly educated families do far better on average than those from less educated households (Landersø and Heckman, 2017). Parent power should never be underestimated, whatever the context.


Studies indicate that it is not just about parents: the extended family, including aunties, cousins and grandparents, also influence the life outcomes of children (Blanden, Doepke and Stuhler, 2022). At the same time, a widening family divide has emerged for children growing up in the early 21st century (Eyles, Elliot Major and Machin, 2022). Children in the UK with non-graduate parents are significantly less likely to grow up in two-parent homes and family-owned homes than children with graduate parents.


‘Schools are an important part of the story of how we support children from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, but high and increasing levels of children living in poverty will make it difficult to make progress,’ says Anna Vignoles, director of the Leverhulme Trust and former professor of education at the University of Cambridge. ‘Structural barriers, such as poverty and family disadvantage, are far bigger determinants of children’s achievement. Reducing the number of children living in poverty is key.’ Eric Hanushek, senior fellow at the Hoover Institution of Stanford University and one of the world’s most respected education researchers, concludes that ‘no analysis of school performance that neglects differences in family background can be taken seriously’ (Hanushek, 2016).







False dichotomies


Tragically, the debate about how much education can counter wider societal divides has been dogged by damaging false dichotomies. On one side of the ideological divide are those claiming that teachers can counter the effects of wide inequities outside the school gates by themselves; on the other side are those arguing that the only way to equalise outcomes in the classroom is by narrowing the stark inequalities that characterise modern society.


As with any polarised debate, important nuances have been lost. In the UK an infamous article by the sociologist Basil Bernstein in the magazine New Society in 1970 entitled ‘Education Cannot Compensate for Society’ has become the go-to reference for those painting an overly pessimistic picture of education’s ability to level life’s unequal playing field (Bernstein, 1970). But this headline was not an accurate summary of the piece Bernstein had written. (It was a deliberate exaggeration by the magazine’s editors; the 1970 equivalent of clickbait.) His main point was that schools at the time were inadvertently lowering expectations for children termed as ‘culturally deprived’.


School reforms ushered in by the then education secretary Michael Gove in 2012 were a direct riposte to the perceived ‘pessimists and fatalists’ still (mis)quoting Bernstein. Gove championed a ‘no-excuses’ approach to education to challenge what he termed the enemies of progress. These enemies, according to Gove, believed that ‘deprivation means destiny … and that we can’t expect children to succeed if they have been born into poverty, disability or disadvantage’ (Gove, 2012).


As much as this makes for stimulating adversarial debate, the reality, as ever, is somewhere in the messier in-between. (If they had ever met, Gove and Bernstein would have found that they had much to agree on.) Both schools and society matter.


A decade on, the pendulum has now swung too far to another extreme. Disadvantage hardly garners a mention in the government’s major policies intended to help teachers in their work. The extensive list of ‘evidence-based’ standards set out in guidelines for trainee teachers in England includes one solitary generic statement that teaching improves the life chances of low-income children (Department for Education, 2022). Meanwhile, the standards governing teachers’ practice fail to make any direct reference to the promotion of social justice or to social class (White and Murray, 2016). The implicit assumption seems to be that good teaching will automatically benefit all children irrespective of their backgrounds.


By far the biggest influences on teachers’ behaviours are the twin pillars of school accountability: those dreaded Ofsted inspections and annual school performance tables. Yet both these key metrics for measuring the impact of schools largely ignore the socio-economic background of pupils. Ranking secondary schools by the progress or attainment of pupils will always put middle-class schools in a more favourable light simply because their pupils are much better supported outside the school. Tables punish schools often doing heroic, unheralded work in low-income areas. Their efforts are undervalued because we pretend that the powerful factors limiting learning in the wider world don’t exist. If tables took into consideration the backgrounds of pupil intakes, the scores would provide a completely different perspective (Leckie and Goldstein, 2019). While schools receive money every year for designated Pupil Premium funds for children qualifying for free school meals, the current system creates powerful incentives for school leaders to reduce their intakes of low-income pupils (de Wolf and Janssens, 2007).


Meanwhile, Ofsted inspections in England provide no explicit guidance about what is expected from teachers to meet what is arguably the greatest social challenge of our times. Guidance merely states that a school should ensure all of its pupils achieve, including those facing the greatest disadvantages (Ofsted, 2022). Once again, the implicit assumption appears to be that a rising tide of academic standards will raise all boats equally. Yet in schools rated ‘outstanding’, while pupils tend to attain more highly, the achievement gap between low-income children and the rest remains the same (EEF, 2018a). It is no surprise that schools awarded ‘outstanding’ grades are twice as likely to be in richer areas of the country, given the skewed intakes of pupils they serve (LeadingLearner, 2018).


In the pre-school years, during which gaps in child development emerge, childcare policies prioritise working parents instead of those facing the greatest disadvantages in the home. Moves to reduce childcare costs for parents so they can work are long overdue. But they are missing the key point. This is an opportunity to provide high-quality educational support for under-resourced children in the critical formative years before they start school, irrelevant of whether their parents are working or not (Archer and Oppenheim, 2021). Meanwhile, the movement to improve the use of evidence in education has focused almost entirely on trials to improve teaching in schools, not alleviating learning barriers outside.4


The seemingly sound argument that poverty shouldn’t be an excuse for low expectations in schools, amid widening inequalities in society, has created the worst of all worlds for teachers. On the one hand, they are held responsible for addressing all of society’s ills; on the other, there is no explicit recognition of the extra barriers to learning faced by under-resourced pupils inside and outside schools. Teachers are being given an impossible task. They are then castigated for their inevitable failure. As Scotland’s first minister knows only too well, it hasn’t worked. It’s time for a rethink.


We believe there is a third way. This is to recognise that more help and effort need to be devoted to helping under-resourced pupils in the classroom. At the same time, schools remain one of the few remaining trusted institutions equipped to help create a fairer society. These two pillars – explicitly thinking about how teaching can be made genuinely inclusive to benefit all pupils, while relentlessly identifying, understanding and overcoming barriers to learning outside school – are the interlocking foundations of equity-based education. Education can play a huge part in levelling life’s unequal playing field, but teachers can’t do this on their own (Gorard, 2010). Our aim in this book is to offer guidance for teachers to transform these grand aims into practical, do-able actions.







Equity-based education


There are four underlying principles that underpin the equity-based education approach.






	Equity not equality – recognising and addressing inequities in learners’ experiences to ensure that all learners are given the opportunity to prosper.



	Capacity not deficit thinking – acknowledging the barriers children have faced in their learning to become solution-focused and reflective of our own shortcomings in finding ways to remove these barriers.



	Deep not shallow relationships – developing authentic individual relationships with pupils, understanding that barriers to learning are multifaceted and cumulative.



	Multiple not singular talents – acknowledging that human talents come from many places and in many forms – artistic, creative, vocational, sporting and emotional as well as academic – and valuing and celebrating these.











1. Equity not equality


The first principle of the equity-based approach is that children who have faced extra barriers to learning outside school deserve more of our attention in the classroom. Equity is about providing additional support to pupils who need it most so they can prosper at school. This is quite different to equality, which is about ensuring all students receive the same resources.


The idea of equity is often depicted by a picture showing a group of children trying to look over a fence, with some being given extra support so they can see as well as their more advantaged counterparts. But this too falls into deficit thinking; other children do come with their own talents and, with the right encouragement, can help themselves. Equity, we believe, is better summed up by these three pictures.




[image: A black-and-white sketch showing two boys standing on platforms made of books and looking over a fence. The fence is a wave pattern, which blocks the view of one of the boys.]






[image: A black-and-white sketch showing two boys standing on high platforms made of books and looking over a wall and the boy whose view is blocked is being given additional books.]






[image: A black-and-white sketch showing two boys standing on high platforms made of books and looking over a fence; one of the boys is standing on a higher platform of books achieving a bigger height than the other boy, so that they can now both see over the fence.]




The first picture depicts equality, where we are providing equal resources to the two pupils, despite the extra barriers faced by the one on the right. The next two pictures depict an equity approach, working with the pupil on the right to help them gain a higher position. Equity is about working alongside and enabling children who have faced greater barriers to build themselves up, so they have the same vantage point as others.


The equity approach is justified given how unequal the world has become outside the school gates. As we will show in the next chapter, the divide between education’s haves and have-nots has grown ever wider. Equity is about recognising that children do not all start from the same place.


If we don’t make extra efforts to help pupils on the wrong side of this divide, then they will fall further behind in the classroom. This tendency is termed the Matthew Effect after the biblical reference: ‘For unto everyone that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance; but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath’ (Matthew, 25:29). The effect is seen among young children learning to read (Stanovich, 1986). Pupils who fall behind in reading read less, lagging further behind their peers. Poor reading skills then inhibit their learning in other subjects. They are consigned to be education’s losers.


This is a crucial point. Generic commitments to prioritise ‘quality-first teaching’ in schools are not good enough; our teaching must be intentionally inclusive.


School leaders embracing an equity mindset meanwhile would place their most effective teachers in the lowest sets, not the highest sets as is common practice now. Low-income students are more likely to be placed in lower sets – even when they have demonstrated strong academic potential. They suffer the double whammy of missing out on the most effective teachers and the knock to their sense of self-worth.


We know that classroom teaching is by far and away the most important factor within schools impacting on children’s progress. Students taught by highly effective teachers, for example, are more likely to attend college and earn higher salaries (Chetty, Friedman and Rockoff, 2014). But when delivered inclusively, teaching can have the biggest impact of all on pupils facing the steepest barriers outside school. These are the children who miss out most when it’s not available.


Our ultimate priority must be to provide targeted support to low-achieving children from low-income families.







2. Capacity mindset


The second principle is what we call capacity (or anti-deficit) thinking. This means focusing on what children can do rather than on what they can’t do, looking to their strengths and resources and building on them to create positive outcomes. In contrast, deficit thinking points to what children can’t do and ignores any existing strengths. It looks at what is wrong and what needs to be fixed, often leading to a negative outlook and approach.


Capacity thinking is about understanding what barriers children have faced that have limited their learning, and finding ways to remove those barriers to give children their best chance of success. It is also about assessing our own cultural norms in schools and classrooms that may inadvertently be alienating those who don’t come from homes with similar rules and ways of doing things. Importantly, this is about working with children – doing it with them, not doing it to them.


Deficit thinking has dominated education policy for decades.


Indeed, this was exactly what Bernstein was rallying against in 1970: efforts to provide compensatory education for ‘culturally deprived’ children that immediately framed them and their families as inferior beings who needed to be mended and converted to fit in with the imposed middle-class norms of the classroom.


As we will see in chapter 2, politicians in England and other countries have increasingly focused on the narrow but powerful narrative of the American dream: the idea that any child, irrespective of their background, should be able to strive to better their lives. Somewhere along the line, that dream got bastardised into a highly individualistic ideal: that anyone can get to the top, get rich or get famous, escaping the place and background they come from as long as they try hard enough.


This dream permeates throughout popular culture, promoted on popular TV shows such as The X Factor or The Apprentice, promising to pluck talent from nowhere. The assumption is that the winner takes all and their lives will be complete if they make it to a better place. Everyone else is left behind. Social mobility is equated with catapulting a fortunate few into elite universities and prestigious professions, ignoring the much broader challenge of enabling people to lead decent lives whatever they happen to do and wherever they happen to live.


Well-intentioned efforts have focused on turning children from working-class backgrounds into middle-class clones armed with the traits needed to prosper in a middle-class system, rather than asking whether the system itself might be changed to make it welcoming to those from all backgrounds. In the world of deficit thinking, education efforts feel like a very one-sided negotiation – we want you to come into our world, change who you are, fit into our culture, and play by our (unwritten) rules. Instead, we need to meet children halfway and find out what every child can offer, what we need to change, and how we can work together. Children from working-class homes can boast all kinds of assets – resilience, different perspectives, capacity to juggle many roles, and many more.


A popular myth is that school outcomes would improve if only we could raise the aspirations of working-class parents and pupils. But this is not borne out by the evidence. Working-class parents are just as aspirational for their children as those from middle-class backgrounds (Treanor, 2017). They are just less likely to know how to realise the ambitions promoted by schools and feel less qualified to help with their child’s learning.


Teachers can fall into the trap of seeing a lack of motivation and confidence as the cause of children’s poor progress in school. The research points to a different conclusion (Gorard, See and Davies, 2012). Poor motivation of low-attaining students is a logical response to repeated failure in the classroom. Teachers should instead focus on getting them to succeed in class; their motivation and confidence would then be likely to naturally improve (Coe et al., 2014).


Cultural biases


What is clear is that teachers, like all humans, are prone to a host of unconscious biases (Kahneman, 2011). We are all far less rational and consistent than we think we are. Our brains are hard-wired to take quick, instinctive actions, rather than slower, more considered responses. We are likely to take a lot of mental shortcuts when performing the demanding task of inspiring and guiding 30 smaller humans in a classroom.


Most teachers come from middle-class backgrounds, yet often serve children from different class backgrounds who have different life experiences (White and Murray, 2016). Cultures in schools are orientated strongly towards middle-class norms, putting working-class pupils at a distinct disadvantage according to the widely cited French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (whose ideas we will come back to). Middle-class pupils are more likely to automatically speak the language of education, to be prepared to advocate for themselves at school, and act in ways that enable them to flourish in the culture of the classroom. In the next chapter, we will consider cultural capital divides in more detail.


Researchers have revealed these biases by looking at the differences between how well pupils perform in tests and the judgements made by teachers (Urhahne and Wijnia, 2021; Lee and Newton, 2021). Teachers on average tend to judge working-class pupils as lower academic achievers than their actual test grades would suggest; in contrast they tend to give more generous judgements to more privileged pupils despite their inferior test scores. Over the course of the primary school years, these biased assessments lead to pupils from graduate households pulling further ahead of their peers from less educated households (Olczyk et al., 2022).


Observations show that teachers can act differently towards children from working-class backgrounds in the classroom, exuding less warmth, giving less eye contact and providing lower-quality feedback on what they need to do next to progress in their learning (Olczyk et al., 2022). Teacher bias affects ongoing marks and grades on homework and classwork, as well as end-of-year tests. Any decisions made by teachers on whether pupils should be entered for foundation or higher-level examinations in the same subject (for GCSE maths at age 16 in England, for example) are fraught with likely biases against under-resourced pupils, effectively putting a lid on their achievement.


Many theories have attempted to explain these classroom divides. Some argue that a self-fulfilling prophecy is being played out: teachers are more likely to accept poor performance from pupils they hold low expectations for. On the other hand, they demand highest standards from pupils identified as having higher capabilities, ask them more questions, and praise them more for their successes (Rosenthal, 1973; Jussim and Harber, 2005; Wang, Rubie-Davies and Meissel, 2018).


Others frame it as a problem of labelling: teachers are prone to labelling their middle-class pupils as clever and well-behaved while their working-class pupils are labelled as unintelligent and troublesome, regardless of actual ability (Becker, 1963). Studies also suggest that students themselves fall into generalisations about their classroom peers. Others have argued that Black students can suffer from ‘stereotype threat’ – the threat of being viewed through the lens of a negative stereotype, hindering their performance on achievement tests (Steele, 1997). What is clear is that teachers need to be acutely aware of the lazy assumptions so often made about children who come from different backgrounds.


A Framework for Understanding Poverty, a book first published in 1996 in the United States by consultant Ruby Payne, is one of the best-selling education books of all time (Payne, 1996). Payne’s phenomenal success highlights the huge appetite among teachers for more practical guidance on how to help pupils from low-income homes. But it also shows how easy it is to fall into harmful stereotyping of children’s life experiences outside school.
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